
your readers under the signature of " W." amongst several interesting
facts relative to variolous diseases, of which I hope, hereafter, to take
advantage, he gives the following case. " I was riding with a medical
friend in the county of Dutchess, N. Y. On passing the ruins of a
small house, he remarked that the dwelling had been used as a smallpox
hospital some fifteen or eighteen years before ; a number of men had the
season previous been employed in taking it down ; three of whom, if I
recollect rightly, were attacked with the smallpox."
April, 1836.

[To be continued.]

CUT THE KNOT

To the Editor of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal.
Sir,—Alexander said, that it answered just as well to cut the Gordian
knot, as to untie it. I think it was much the better course. If he had
attempted to unravel all its intricacies, he would probably have got into a
worse snarl than the knot itself. In many things, it is a much wiser
course to cut the knot at once, than to puzzle ourselves in attempting to
untie it. This rule, perhaps, will apply to every case of barefaced ab-
surdity. After Hahnemann has so far diluted a medicine, that an ounce
of the fluid does not probably contain a duodecillionth part of a drop, he
cautions against shaking the vial containing the article too much, lest his
remedy should become too strong and active ! Here, I instantly cut the
knot, because common sense declares Hahnemann to be either dishonest
or insane. If we do not take this summary course, but allow ourselves
to be led by him through all his mysterious mazes, we shall soon be lia-
ble to be so perplexed as to become dishonest or insane ourselves. No,I say, obsta principiis, the moment that we meet with a palpable ab-
surdity.

Ultraism of every sort, if not a species of dishonesty, is a kind of mania
quoad hoc, that is best met, and most surely put down, by cutting the
knot. In fact, it is often unsafe to dispute it, as we are liable to become
ourselves so excited as to run into the opposite extreme, and attempt toput out fire by fire. Whenever we hear, therefore, a man who pretends
to be a Christian, dispute the propriety of eating animal food, or the law-
fulness of drinking wine at a wedding, or of employing it in the eucharist,
we are certain that, in these particulars, he is either dishonest or insane.
Time is worse than lost in discussing such questions, and in attemptingto disentangle them from the sophistry by which they are maintained, in
opposition to scripture and common sense.

The same principle applies to every description of juggling. It is
enough for us to know that it is a farce ; and it is not necessary to pryinto the legerdemain by which the illusion is produced. When it is
asserted, and even proved, that a person appears to be able to see an
object through the back of his head, to read through an opaque substance,
or to reveal secrets which have never been communicated to him, it is
much the preferable way to declare, at once, that there is a gross impo-

 The Boston Medical and Surgical Journal as published by 
The New England Journal of Medicine. Downloaded from nejm.org at UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO LIBRARIES on June 22, 2016. 

 For personal use only. No other uses without permission. From the NEJM Archive. Copyright © 2010 Massachusetts Medical Society.



sition. In all these cases, and many others of the kind, if we do not
instantly cut the knot, we are in the end very apt to be duped ourselves.
In general, it is probably the best method to take for granted that the

phenomena have apparently existed. It is impossible to say to what
extent illusion may be carried. If we begin by doubting or denying the
accuracy of the statement, with respect to the mysterious appearances,
we are very likely to be overwhelmed by testimony, and find that they
unquestionably appeared to be real. In perceiving ourselves mistaken
upon this point, we become confounded, and are prepared to consider
that a new law in nature has been discovered. As in attempted seduc-
tion, " she who deliberates is lost," so it is often equally dangerous to
tamper with an unphilosophical phenomenon. It is enough to perceive
that it is unphilosophical, and it is scarcely worth while to endeavor to
discover in what the delusion consists, or how the wires of the puppet-
show are managed.

We fancy ourselves to be living in the most rational and philosophical
age of the world, and yet, perhaps, mankind were never more liable to
be gulled than at the present day. Almost everything is attempted to
be carried by enlisting the feelings and passions. Sober reason seems to
be too cool and tame, and little is esteemed that does not produce ex-
citement. To catch the attention, therefore, we must have something
strange, marvellous, or mysterious, something which is opposed to the
experience and philosophy of common sense. Controversy is itself a

great source of excitement, and generally the authors and diffusers of ab-
surdity, upon this principle, are pleased when they produce a polemic
contest. It makes them known, and by effecting an excitement, they
are pretty sure to make converts. If we would simply cut the knot, by
declaring their vagaries to be absurd, and then let them alone, they would
soon fall of themselves. A system that has been built up in opposition
to reason, cannot be pulled down by a process of reasoning. Its abettor,
when he is honest, is so far a monomaniac, and must be treated upon the
same principles, as those by which analogous species of insanity are

cured, if he can ever be expected to recover from his delusion.
In many cases it is the best course, in fact it is the only proper way,

to cut the knot at once, or perhaps to let it entirely alone, without per-
plexing ourselves in attempting to unravel its intricacies. It is always
unprofitable to dispute with a man who is in a passion, since it is sure to
make no good impression on him ; and it is dangerous for us, because we
are liable to become angry on our part, and thus expose a gootl cause by
throwing ourselves in the wrong. We are frequently in the same dan-
ger, when we attempt to refute any philosophical, moral, or religious
absurdity. If we have mildness, calmness, and address enough, to catch
the attention of the victim of absurdity, we may possibly teach him, and
lead him gradually into the right way, so that his hallucination may leave
him of course ; but we can never expect to remove his delusion by a di-
rect process of argumentation.Most of the proselytes to every description of fanaticism are ensnared
before they are aware of their danger. Having itching ears, as a matter
of curiosity, they put themselves voluntarily in the way of being cheated
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out of their rational faculties. It is difficult to remain long in the region
of mystery, without being enveloped in its fog. An eminent physician
once said, that he went to see the evil spirit, and behold it appeared. In
other words, he supposed he was going to see a delusion, and yet it run

away with him, and for the time being he mistook it for a reality. In
popular language, the magician casts a mist over the eyes of his specta-
tors, and then easily leads them to credit any absurdity he pleases.

The same principles apply, whether the delusion is epidemic, endemic,
or sporadic. By coming in contact with it, if it is listened to seriously,
either as a matter of curiosity, or to detect it, or to confute it, it is very
apt to become contagious. The best rule is, leave off contention before
it be meddled with, or to observe the injunction, touch not, taste not,
handle not. As we have not created the delusion, we are not bound to
follow it in all its ramifications. If it is obvious that imposition exists
somewhere, it is generally useless for us to endeavor to trace it through
all its windings.

There is no doubt that a well-informed and well-balanced mind may
find many things useful that are blended with the most extensive systems
of absurdity, though the two grains of wheat may scarcely repay for win-
nowing the two bushels of chaff. In Hahnemann's Organon, his preli-
minary remarks upon the fashionable European practice of physic, contain
very many excellent ideas, which ought to be forcibly impressed upon
every practitioner. But for readers in general, the truth interspersed in
the work makes it so much the more dangerous, as they are apt to ac-

quire such an interest, as scarcely to allow themselves to imagine that an
author, who says so much which is valuable, could possibly be guilty of
the most palpable absurdity. A popular work upon dietetics, which has
turned the heads and injured the stomachs of so many of the faculties
and students of our literary institutions, is very well worth the perusal of
the intelligent physician. The great difficulty is, that most readers can-
not separate the wheat from the chaff; or rather they, with the author,
mistake exceptions for general rules, and consider what may be proper
for individuals, as principles of universal application.
A general plan of living can never be a very bad one, where, as in

New England, one in seven, perhaps one in six, of all persons that are
born, lives to seventy years, and where, in the whole population, the
ratio of annual mortality is somewhere between one in fifty and one in
seventy. Surely, in such cases, much circumspection is necessary be-
fore adopting any great and sudden change.

We can hardly be on safe ground, when listening patiently to a palpa-
ble absurdity, or when w-e voluntarily countenance it by our presence.The injunction, prove all things, holdfast that which is good, like most
other general propositions, has its exceptions, limitations, and qualifica-
tions. It can never be construed to mean, that we should attempt to
prove, or try, that which is positively wrong.

That which is marvellous, mysterious, or strange, always catches the
vulgar, whose taste is more gratified by the farce, than by the dramatic
representation which is faithful to nature. Men of cultivated minds
should get the better of this propensity to trickery and juggling. Besides
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not countenancing it by their presence, they ought not, generally, to dig-
nify it by combating it with serious argument. Periodicals designed to

convey information, and to lead the public taste, should perhaps slightly
notice current absurdities, as a matter of record ; but they ought to be-
ware how they contribute to diffuse them, under the deceptive appear-
ance of candor to all parties. The story of the thief, who took his first
lesson in stealing, from his minister's minute commentary on the eighth
commandment, is well known.

An eccentric man likes the notoriety which proceeds from a public
discussion of his absurdities ; he is therefore well pleased when thus op-
posed ; and even if he is a little persecuted, it is better for him still. A
bad eminence has much greater charms for him, than a just level. No
absurdity is too great, provided the author can find followers or opposers
enough to bring him into notice.

" To reign is worth ambition, though in hell ;Bettor to reign in hell, than serve in heaven."

It is believed that a great proportion of the absurdities, which have
much currency in the world, owe a very considerable part of their diffu-
sion to the real imprudence of those who see through their fallacy, but
have not discretion to determine when it is proper to cut the knot.

Zeno.,Apricl 24, 1836.

MORISON'S HYGEIAN PILLS

To the Editor of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal.
Sir,—Seeing an account, in one of your late numbers, of the death of a
patient from the use of Morison's Hygeinic Pills, I am induced to send
you the following notice of them from " Colton's Four Years in Great
Britain." From the closing observation it is not to be wondered at that
numerous individuals bave paid for their credulity with their lives. Is it
not astonishing, that while the nations on the continent of Europe have
suppressed by law the vending or advertising of such patent medicines,
Great Britain and the United States, those two enlightened and liberal
governments, should patronize them to an extent almost beyond human
calculation ? The auri sacra fames seems to be here predominant over
life itself. S. W. Williams.

Deerfield, Mass. March 19, 1836.
" The celebrated empiric, Dr. Morison, pays to the government of

Great Britain upwards of 7000 pounds ($33,600) a year, in the way of
tax oí three half pence on each pill box. His boxes are of two sizes ;
one retails at a shilling, and the other at sixpence. Suppose he sells an

equal number of boxes, which would make the average per box eight
pence; allow for tax, materials and making of the pills, and discount for
the trade four pence, the net profit to himself would then be £37,666,
or $180,796 annually ! The professional practice of Mr. Brodie, Sa-
ville Street, Serjeant surgeon to the king, has been stated by creditable
authority to be £15,000 or $42,000 a year. In reputation as a surgeon,
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